
October 8, 2020 – Shmini Atzeret 

Weekly Message from Rabbi Wexler 

 

“Eitz hayim hee, la mahazikim-bah - It is a tree of life for those who hold fast to it,” (Proverbs 3:18). 

We sing these words as part of each service in which we read Torah, specifically, when we return the 

Torah to the Ark. But I also think about this verse each year on Simhat Torah while I hold on tightly to 

the Torah and dance around the sanctuary. Simhat Torah, which we will celebrate this upcoming 

weekend, is the day in which we read the last verses of Deuteronomy and then immediately start 

reading the opening lines of Genesis. It is a day of immense joy and celebration. We hold fast to the 

Torah and dance the day away. But not this year. This year, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we can 

not safely dance with the Torahs. 

 

So, is all lost? It doesn’t have to be. As with every challenge that this horrible pandemic brings before 

us, new opportunities arise. COVID-19 has forced us to consider alternatives to choices that we took 

for granted. This year, as we prepare for Simhat Torah, let’s ask: How can we embrace and celebrate 

Torah on a deeper level this year? How can we unite around our tradition while socially distancing? 

 

Can there be Simhat Torah without the dancing? Of course. There are many ways to celebrate the 

Torah and to begin the Torah anew while physically distanced but spiritually close. The Torah instructs 

us to choose life, to opt for life, to live by the words of the Torah and not die by them. We embody 

Torah when we make safe choices, fulfill our public health responsibilities, and choose life, not only 

for ourselves, but also for others. 

 

Eitz hayim hee, la mahazikim-bah - It is a tree of life for those who hold fast to it. This proclamation is 

less about our physical proximity to the Torah. Rather, it is a belief that the Torah gives life to us when 

we walk in its path, and we give life to the Torah through the sanctity of human life. 

 

We may not able to dance with the Torah this Simhat Torah, but we will still celebrate the gift of 

Torah in our lives. I hope you will join us on Friday night and Saturday (which will include Yizkor) for 

Shemini Atzeret, and then on Saturday night and Sunday for Simhat Torah. On Saturday night at 6:30 

pm we will begin the holiday of Simhat Torah together with services and a special program: Tales 

from the Torah Vault. We will get a behind-the-scenes tour of the Torah vault, and hear stories about a 

few of our Torahs. Our Simhat Torah celebration continues on Zoom at 10 am on Sunday morning 

with our Festival morning service. At the service, we will get to learn about some scribal traditions and 

practices, see images from our various Torah scrolls, and share stories about the meaning of Torah in 

our lives. Click here for the complete schedule. (https://www.tbsonline.org/livestream) 

 

I hope you will join. Yes, our celebration of Simhat Torah will be different this year. However, even 

during these trying times, we have the ability to add more joy into this year — not through dancing or 

physical proximity — but through the cognitive realization and affective impact of knowing that 

Torah, and in turn the Jewish people, will continue to survive. 

 

Eitz hayim hee, la mahazikim-bah. May we all hold fast to the Torah, to our TBS community, and to 

one another. 

 

Hag Sameah and Shabbat Shalom. 

https://www.tbsonline.org/livestream?fbclid=IwAR1WrY9xPEesixg0zxTSRVX0aihsAboo9HNUe-TNZC3t8472ezuMtT-UnYU

